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Abstract 
Australia’s National Review of Visual Education (DEEWR, 2009) asserts the primacy of visual 
language ability, or ‘visuacy” in problem-solving. This paper reports on a recent university/schools 
research project with ‘at risk’ middle school students in which visuacy was promoted as a primary 
medium for obtaining data relating to issues of immediate concern to the students. Using a students-
as-researchers approach, the project investigated middle school students’ perspectives on school 
engagement and disengagement. In this project, novice researchers used a variety of data gathering 
methods including photography, video interviews and drawn images as well as more traditional 
verbal methods, such as interviews, and quantitative methods, such as questionnaires.  
 
Engaging student imagination was a key focus of the approach taken by the project, acknowledging 
that student participants may be reluctant to enter dialogue with teachers and researchers on matters 
to which they have previously had little input. Students who have previously been marginalized and 
prevented from contributing their voices to educational forums often have difficulty in adjusting to the 
novelty of collaborative research with adults (Rudduck, 2003) and may be uncertain of their own 
place in the relationship that defines teacher/student interactions. It is argued that the project’s 
promotion of visuacy, alongside more traditional literacies and numeracy in education research, 
helped to overcome these concerns, engaged the imaginations of the student researchers, and 
provided a medium for the expression of the voices of marginalised young people.  
 
 
Background to the STAR project 
Engagement and disengagement  
The National Review of Visual Education (DEEWR, 2009) in Australia stressed the need for visual 
language ability, or ‘visuacy”, in problem-solving  recommending the exploration of partnerships 
between schools and appropriate external agencies/organisations to contribute to visual 
education.  
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Although not directly concerned with art education, a recent university/schools research project 
demonstrated that visual images can be both an appropriate means of engaging the imaginations of 
young people from educationally at-risk backgrounds and a useful source of data for young people 
carrying out research. Using a students-as-researchers (SaR) approach, the project investigated middle 
school students’ perspectives on school engagement and disengagement. In this project, novice 
researchers used a variety of data gathering methods including photography, video interviews and 
drawn images as well as more traditional verbal methods, such as interviews, and quantitative 
methods, such as questionnaires. In particular, it is suggested that the promotion of visuacy, alongside 
more traditional literacies and numeracy in education research, created a vehicle for the voices of 
young people who otherwise may be silenced by education systems or reluctant to critique their 
schools.  
 
The STAR project, Students and Teachers Achieving Re-engagement1, was a collaboration between 
four schools and the Faculty of Education. The project was initiated by the education researchers in 
response to issues raised in various forums regarding the apparent high level of disengagement from 
classroom learning among students in Years 8-10 in schools that served low socio-economic (Low 
SES) communities.  The schools invited to participate in the project served outer-metropolitan 
communities with comparatively low progression to senior schooling. Two of the schools were in 
traditional “working class” suburbs; the other two were in fringe development areas, one of which 
drew on semi-rural as well as suburban communities. Student populations ranged from around 840 to 
1200 and were predominantly Anglo-Celtic with small but significant Indigenous and Pacific Islander 
cohorts in the most outlying of the schools.  
 
Each school nominated 30 Year 8 and 9 students to participate in the project, with many of the 
selected students being those who were seen to be disengaged from schooling.  The groups had a 
reasonable gender balance, although this wasn’t specified formally. Parent and student consent was 
gained for participation in the project.  
 
The project set out to to “excavate the meanings” of concepts such as disengagement from the inside 
(Smyth, 2006, p. 288), drawing on the work of Kincheloe and Sternberg (1998), Bland and Atweh 
(2004), and Carrington and Holm (2005), all of which focused on the engagement of student voice in 
school review and the development of more inclusive schooling. Smyth (2006) pointed to the need to 
rethink the issue of engagement from the viewpoint of the students themselves and understand 
disengagement in terms of “the process that gets to be played out in the relationship between young 
people and the schools” (p.290).  Too often, however, Low SES students are passive recipients of 
                                                            
1  The project name, STAR, Students and Teachers Achieving Re-engagement, was democratically chosen from 
a list of student suggestions at the project workshop. 
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education in adult-centred environments, with this passivity reinforcing alienation and lack of agency 
(Smyth, 2006), increasing the risk of disengagement from education (Teese & Polesel, 2003). Low 
SES students are also the least likely to see themselves reflected in the work of schools (Vibert 
& Shields, 2003) and the least likely to be heard on issues that directly affect their educational 
outcomes (Thomson, 2004). 
 
Students-as-researchers 
As well as the belief that students’ voices can radically alter the ways in which students and teachers 
work together, the STAR project was premised on a belief that students are likely to be more honest 
with their fellow students than they would be with teachers in research responses (Crane, 2001). It 
was also accepted that, while students may be low in the official structures of power within the 
education system, they have extensive and long-term knowledge of the immediate problems as well as 
the contexts in which they occur, and local knowledge about relevant sources of essential information 
(Bland & Atweh, 2004). and in an attempt to reveal a broad range of student voices, the students-as-
researchers (SaR) approach was  employed in the project. 
 
Recently, there has been increasing official recognition of student voice in relation to school reform. 
In the UK, for example, the official school inspection body, OFSTED, now looks “to see how pupils 
and students actively contribute to school developments on a regular basis” (Phoenix Education Trust, 
2006). Rudduck and Flutter (2004) suggested that the social maturity of young people involved in 
school review and development, significantly outstrips many teachers’ pre-conceived ideas about 
student capabilities and interpersonal realities. Students as young as “prep grade”, for example, 
have contributed “ideas that teachers would not have thought of” (Rudduck & Flutter 2004, p. 
21), seeing things that are important to them but that adults generally overlook (Rudduck & 
Flutter, 2004).  
 
In a study that had immediate relevance to the STAR project, Mitra (2001) found that student voices 
gave a clearer picture of reasons for academic failure that contradicted some teacher beliefs. This 
study also found that, when given the chance, students at risk of dropping out of school “spoke 
articulately and compassionately” (p. 91) about the issues. Moreover, Fielding and Bragg (2003) 
noted examples of UK projects in which students’ contributions to areas such as curriculum reform 
resulted in exposing the differences between student and staff views, while Burke and Grosvenor 
(2003) showed that students’ perspectives have presented innovative design solutions to 
social problems and sites of ‘disease’ (Burke & Grosvenor, 2003). 
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The SaR approach, then, provides opportunities for students and teachers to begin to understand the 
ways that unseen forces act on their lives and to “imagine new possibilities for themselves” 
(Kincheloe & Steinberg, 1998, p. 230). As Greene (1995) observed, “it takes imagination on the part 
of the young people to perceive openings through which they can move” (p. 14).  
 
Need for non-traditional research methods 
The university researchers who worked with the school groups in this project have a history of 
working with a range of secondary schools in the metropolitan area and have experience in employing 
the SaR methodology. In designing the project, it was recognized that students who have previously 
been marginalized and prevented from contributing their voices to educational forums, may have 
difficulty in adjusting to the novelty of collaborative research with adults (Rudduck, 2003) and may 
be disinclined to question and correct adults, uncertain of their own place in the power relationship 
that defines teacher/student interactions. As stated by Fielding and Rudduck, (2002, p. 2), “there are 
many silent or silenced voices - students who would like to say things about teaching and learning but 
who don't feel able to without a framework that legitimates comment and provides reassurance that 
teachers will welcome their comments and not retaliate”. 
 
A further consideration was that there could be some understandable reluctance among the teachers 
involved in the project to open themselves to personal criticism or to challenges from students to the 
traditional, and comfortable, hierarchies of educational structure (Flutter & Rudduck, 2004). As Bragg 
(2001) has observed, teachers and professional researchers may be tempted to avoid the voices of 
those who appear “incomprehensible, recalcitrant or even obnoxious” (p. 70).  Fielding (2004) also 
warns that adult co-workers may “accommodate” of students’ voices, interpreting student views to 
conform more to existing school orthodoxy, or through limiting issues to “permitted” topics, rather 
than allowing challenges to the school system.  
 
It was necessary, therefore, for the project to find novel and imaginative ways to assist students to 
voice their concerns openly and freely while teachers could feel unthreatened by the possibilities of 
hostile student views.  
 
The STAR workshop 
In consultation with key personnel in the four participating schools, the project was designed to 
consist of three distinct stages. The first stage was a two-day workshop that involved establishing 
expectations of roles and responsibilities and shared understanding of the overarching research focus. 
This event introduced the participants to a range of research methods and commenced basic training 
in them, leading to planning for school-based research projects. For full details of this workshop, see 
Carrington, Bland & Brady, in press). 
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The second stage involved the coordinating teachers working with student groups in each school to 
implement a school-based research project. It was designed to work across the school year and was 
school driven but supported by the university academics. Each school’s project operated quite 
differently depending on the research focus. For example, some schools embedded the student 
research projects within school class time, while in other schools students met intermittently and were 
taken out of regular class time for the project. University staff visited the teachers and students 
regularly during the year to assist with project design, data collection, analysis and reporting. 
Stage three was a ‘sharing conference’ held at the university towards the end of the year at which each 
student group presented the findings from their research and discussed the consequent actions. 
The two-day introductory workshop took place on one of the university’s campuses and was attended 
by all the student participants and their teacher-coordinators. The setting represented both a physical 
and metaphysical “dialogic space” (Noone & Cartwright, 2005), removed from the daily restraints of 
schools, providing more opportunity for critical imagination and engagement with real issues than the 
normal school classroom environment appears to allow. While cross-fertilisation of ideas with other 
school groups was one of the advantages for students attending the introductory workshop, the main 
objectives were to orient students to the project, introduce concepts of research, and establish the 
foundations for teamwork.  
 
Rather than positioning any particular research method as superior, the project allowed for the 
strengths of all students to be given prominence through a multiple mixed-methods approach (Prosser 
& Loxley, 2007).  This combines the strengths of quantitative data, enabling trends to be 
identified, with qualitative data to deepen understanding (Creswell, 2005). Prosser and 
Loxley (2007) advise that a simple mixed methods approach is insufficient for such an 
investigation and that multiple visual methods are needed alongside more traditional 
approaches. The methods promoted at the workshop involved a range of qualitative and quantitative 
data gathering instruments that included visual narrative (photographs, video, and drawings), surveys, 
observations and interviews. Thus, the students’ abilities in literacy, numeracy and visuacy were 
brought into their research as equally valued capacities.  
 
A good deal of preparatory work set the groundwork for the students to begin collecting data on 
engagement from the first day of their participation in the project while simultaneously immersing 
them in a variety of research methods, with training to assist them to conduct research projects in their 
own schools. 
 
Workshop activities 
Visuacy, imagination, and engagement        6 
 
All 120 students were involved in the first research activity which, as well as collecting base data for 
further research, was an ice-breaker and an introduction to the notion that research could be 
imaginative and fun. The ‘snowballing’ technique’ involved the roomful of students writing responses 
to the questions: ‘What engages you in learning?’ and ‘What disengages you from learning?’ on either 
side of a piece of paper, screwing the paper into a ‘snowball’ and, on a given signal, hurling it across 
the room. Each student then randomly caught or collected a snowball, responded to what had been 
written and then threw it again. Using this technique, a large volume of written data was collected for 
analysis and later shared with each school (Bland, Carrington & Brady, in press).  
 
To ignite students’ critical imaginations, a brainstorming exercise was then introduced with cartoon 
drawings of possible post-school pathways for students to take which included employment, further 
education at school, university or TAFE, or dropping out. Students worked in their school groups and 
created drawings and flow charts on butchers’ paper that described how they viewed their school 
experience and potential futures. Each group was asked to give a verbal explanation of its work to the 
whole forum. Many of the brainstorming groups drew on pictorial representations, developing their 
own visual metaphors. One group, for example, used a spider web metaphor, dividing their page into 
four segments, each representing a stage of school life and the changing relationships between the 
spider (the teacher) and the flies (the students), with the spider becoming less central and, ultimately, 
absent from the sequence. Two groups used a ‘journey’ analogy expressed visually through 
progressively changing vehicle sizes, fuel needs, and potential destinations.  
 
This type of research requires higher order thinking incorporating critical perspectives and reflection 
of the social, cultural and political environment of school (Carrington, 2008). The students’ empathic 
imaginations were also engaged, as demonstrated in their willingness to see the issues through others’ 
eyes when considering external factors that influence academic achievement and interest in school.  
In a subsequent exercise, the student researchers used image based research to focus on the research 
question: What learning environments and/or resources help to engage students in learning? They 
videoed and took digital photographs to highlight key issues from their own perspectives and engaged 
in image analysis.  
 
School-based research 
The university researchers increasingly positioned themselves as ‘outsiders’, but ready to provide 
advice as needed, as the student groups engaged in further research in their own schools, following up 
on the training and ideas developed in the workshop. Mostly, the school groups opted for standard 
questionnaires to identify initial student views relating to issues of engagement and disengagement. 
The survey results then led to a variety of methods to enquire more deeply into the issues. These 
methods included video-interviews and drawings. 
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The final stage of the STAR project provided an opportunity for all the student groups to share their 
work in a one day conference. Each school invited senior education staff, parents and community 
members to share in their presentations. Again, visual methods were preferred by the students to 
present their research findings. The students prepared presentations that involved PowerPoint, 
photographs and video displays. Each presentation covered an overview of the project, research 
questions, data collection, analysis and presentation of findings. Each student group then considered 
implications for future change from their research and future research projects.  
 
Discussion 
Visuacy and imagination in research 
For some time, student voice and participation in education have been extended through 
image based research (Barraza, 1999; Buldu, 2006; Carrington, 2007; Carrington, Allen & 
Osmolowski, 2007; Schratz & Steiner-Loffler, 1998; Shratz-Hadwich, Walker & Egg, 2004), 
contributing to change and progress in schools. Visual data has been called ‘a rich source of 
qualitative data’ (Walker, 2008, p. 100). Further, visual images “provide researchers with a 
different order of data and, more importantly, an alternative to the way we have perceived data in the 
past” (Prosser, 1998, p. 1).  
 
Although drawing has been given little serious attention by educational research (Haney, 
Russell & Bebell, 2004), Barraza (1999) claims that “children's drawings are useful tools in 
providing valuable information for the assessment of children's environmental perceptions” 
(p. 49). The literature includes a range of international studies in which children’s drawing 
has been the key data source in school improvement (see, for example, Labitsi, 2007 
[Greece]; Lodge, 2005 [UK]; Pehlivan, 2008 [Turkey]; Yuen, 2004 [USA]).  
 
A range of innovative techniques in image based research were used in the STAR project to “set out 
to find other possibilities of looking into the inner world of school from the pupils’ perspective” 
(Schratz & Steiner-Löffler, 1998, p.236). The methodologies used, however, appeared to offer more 
than alternative data sources to investigate the views of young people. It is suggested here that the 
mixed methods employed in the project provided a culturally and academically relevant means for the 
expression of young people’s voices, especially those from at-risk backgrounds. This was indicated in 
part by the enthusiastic manner in which the students applied themselves to the project when back at 
their schools.  
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Following their exposure to a variety of research methods, the majority of the groups opted for 
multiple mixed methods approaches (Prosser & Loxley, 2007) when undertaking their school-based 
research. They generally used quantitative surveys to elicit initial themes and then employed 
qualitative, visual techniques to follow up more specifically on identified issues, as well as to present 
their findings to the sharing conference. The methods combined the strengths of quantitative data 
with deepened understanding from the qualitative data (Creswell, 2005) but also allowed for 
the strengths of individual student researchers to contribute strongly to the project. This choice of 
parallel literacies (Silver, 2001)  reflects the view that visuacy has become an “equally fundamental 
skill for C21st kids to that of literacy and numeracy” (National Association for the Visual Arts, 2009, 
‘Current Campaigns’). The National Review of Visual Education (DEEWR, 2009) defines visuacy as 
‘the ability to create, process and critique visual phenomena” (p. xi), recognising that our students are 
themselves the product of a visual world, at all times bombarded with visual imagery and 
experiencing colour and design (Emery & Flood, 1997, p. 68).  
 
Capacity in visuacy enables students to question, explain and problem-solve and lends fluency to the 
imagination. It should be noted here that imagination in this sense includes, but is far more than, 
fantasy and creative thinking. The STAR project design incorporates opportunities for students’ 
imaginations to be activated across four broad and overlapping categories (Bland, 2004): 
• fantasy, including daydreams, wishful thinking and reverie, which may be generally 
unproductive but can play a role in problem-solving; 
• creative/aesthetic, including problem-solving, poetic and pragmatic abilities; 
• critical/social, which can be investigative, disruptive, hermeneutic, and challenging; and  
• empathic/ethical, which includes questioning from the point-of-view of marginalised others 
and recognises the right of the other to be recognised and heard. 
 
Each of these types of imagination has a place within education practice and can contribute to an 
engaging pedagogy where the necessary scaffolding and supportive spaces are in place. For example, 
imagining a better future is not only an act of wishful thinking but a product of the creative 
imagination that permits students to see alternative possibilities and overcome “the inertia of habit” 
(Dewey, 1934, in Greene, 1995, p. 21). Greene (1995) and Saul (2001) saw such creative imagination 
working together with rationality, ideally in a state of equilibrium with qualities such as common 
sense and ethics to avoid a decline back to fantasy. Further, the application of critical imagination to a 
consideration of the education system permits marginalised students to gain a better understanding of 
the socio-cultural contexts of schooling (Bland, 2008). Finally, empathic imagination implies an 
ethical consideration of the voices of others including those who are absent from the collaborative 
process (Grundy, 1996); for marginalised students, engagement in learning can grew from the 
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opportunity to participate in purposeful activity that can help others in similar situations (Bland, 
2008). Importantly, empathic imagination can also assist students to see themselves through the eyes 
of others and this can play a significant role in classroom relationships. 
 
Educational research should “challenge what is, incite what could be, and help imagine a world that is 
not yet imagined” (Fine, 1994, p. 30). The processes employed by the project fit well with that 
sentiment and what Greene (1995) called “social imagination: the capacity to invent visions of what 
should be and what might be in our deficient society, on the streets where we live, in our schools” (p. 
5).  
 
The centring of imagination in this project is grounded primarily in the work of Greene (1995) and 
Wright-Mills (2001) who have encouraged the use of critical and empathic imagination in addressing 
education reform. Students can be empowered through the active engagement of their imaginations 
(Swanson, 2005) and teachers can learn from students engaged in “imagining different ways of being 
in the world, and finding opportunities for their realization as lived” (p. 5). Imagination is the “hard-
working core of children’s thinking” (Egan, 2003) and, by appealing to the students’ imaginative 
powers, using  traditional and visual data-gathering techniques, the STAR project sought ways for 
students to engage their imaginations in investigating and responding to the research questions.  
 
Metaphor and mental imagery are key components of students’ “toolkits for learning” (Egan, 
2005, p. 1) and the combination of these tools through the construction of visual metaphor, 
particularly in a group activity, is a powerful way for young people to develop their own rich 
understandings. As well as helping the students to clarify their thinking, the exercise exposed some 
common misunderstandings, such as that of one group regarding obtaining university qualifications. 
Another group depicted a simple dichotomy of earning versus laziness, emphasised in a written 
interpretation of what they had drawn: “Instead of lazing at home and earning no money he decided to 
earn money in the end and he learnt with a job how to spend his money efficiently. And decided to 
use his money to retire and go to a retirement home and let his family visit him every week.” Such 
insights into students’ (mis)understandings of post-school life could inform and improve careers 
counselling at the school level, while the  brainstorming technique in general was effective in 
engaging students’ critical imaginations, providing them with an  opportunity to consider new 
perspectives on issues of significance to their school lives.  
 
The use of visual narrative techniques not only gave licence to students’ creative imaginations in the 
choice of image and framing the image to evoke a particular message, but also required the students to 
activate their critical imaginations in delving deeply into the thoughts that led to the initial 
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construction or choice of image. As well as the visual representation, students were expected to 
elaborate and communicate their ideas through verbal descriptors. For example, in expanding on 
photographic images, they were asked to consider why they chose a particular image, what was it 
about that image that excited/interested them and what was it about the image that connected with the 
message they wanted to convey? Similarly, students analysing drawings used to communicate student 
ideas were asked to describe the design aspects of the drawings that they believed helped to 
communicate the message (eg, colours, shapes, lines relative proportions, etc.) as well as the 
figurative representations in the work.   
 
Access to cultural capital 
As well as contributing to understandings of engagement and disengagement, the STAR project’s 
agenda was transformative in helping students “move from silence and invisibility to influence and 
visibility” (Rudduck & Flutter, 2004, p. 152). The visual methods employed were selected as tools 
that engage students who are marginalised (Carrington, 2008) or have difficulty in verbal literacy 
(Johnson, 2008; Kaplan, 2008; Silver, 2001). While it has been noted that visual research methods are 
more inclusive (Johnson, 2008; Kaplan, 2008), for example, in giving an outlet for the voices of non-
verbal communicators (Haney, Russell & Bebell, 2004),  Ohler (2000, in National Review of Visual 
Education, [DEEWR, 2009]), makes the point that in the digital age, they can also provide access to 
‘cultural capital’ (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977). Among explanations of school disengagement, 
Bourdieu and Passeron’s work is seminal, arguing that possession of appropriate cultural capital - that 
which schools expect but do not teach - is essential in the development of ‘fit’ with the school’s 
culture. While it is not suggested here that students from marginalised communities in general lack 
literacy skills, some research indicates that verbal communication may be a barrier to engagement and 
that visual literacy can help to dismantle that barrier. In a study of disengaged high school students, 
for example, Young (2009) found that drawing was often seen as a ‘safe’ medium for expression and 
that it can lead to increased rapport with teachers as well as enhanced self-esteem and self-
efficacy.  
 
The final sharing conference was the key point at which the students’ views were released to a public 
audience and a further cycle of research and action was initiated. It was also an opportunity for the 
student researchers to demonstrate their increased cultural capital and was seen not only as the 
culmination of the students’ research and school-based action, but as an essential element in the 
empowerment process. To be able to present to an audience of peers, family and educators, and to 
answer questions from the floor, required confidence and an ability to reflect on the forces that 
include and exclude them in their school situations. As Kaplan (2008) points out, “being seen and 
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being heard can be an empowering and confidence building experience, especially for young learners 
on the margins of educational systems” (p. 190).  
 
Further research with the students and their teachers is needed to investigate whether the acquisition 
of cultural capital is maintained beyond the life and boundaries of the project.  
 
 
Conclusion 
Zyngier (2003) states that 
students must be empowered to inquire, act and reflect on the issues that are of 
concern to them and to positively transform situations where they see disadvantage or 
unfairness in their own and other’s lives. (p. 43) 
 
For students from at risk backgrounds, however, factors such as equity and power dynamics 
have to be considered before they are able to see themselves as possessing any genuine 
agency within the research process (Haw, 2008). The design of the STAR project attempted 
to take these factors into account, incorporating methodologies, spaces and concepts to 
engage marginalised students and position them as contributors to school improvement. By 
opening up the research methods in a students-as-researchers approach to issues surrounding 
school engagement and disengagement, the  project was able to obtain student perspectives 
and help to enact the beginnings of school-level reforms. The process itself was empowering 
for the student participants through presenting physical and conceptual dialogic spaces in 
which they were able to build and demonstrate appropriate cultural capital. A major 
contributing factor appears to be the exposure of students to mixed methods research, with 
participants being able to express their views and findings through the use of visual research 
methods alongside more traditional approaches. It is suggested that this offered students a 
range of literacies relevant to their contemporary culture. Through acknowledging visuacy as 
an essential skill, parallel to traditional literacy and numeracy, the project design enabled 
students to choose ways that were meaningful to them to become fully engaged in the project. 
The visual methods, in particular, gave the students opportunities to apply their imaginations 
to problem solving in empathic and critical ways as well as in creative thinking.  
 
Further, as we have found in other, similar SaR projects (see, for example, Bland, 2008, and 
Carrington, 2008), the coordinating teachers appear to have  increased their facilitation skills during 
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the projects’ lifetimes, learned how to ‘step back’ from their traditional classroom roles and developed  
more positive, enduring relationships with their students. Just how enduring this revised relationship 
will be, and how enduring the enhanced cultural capital of the student participants will be, are both 
areas for on-going research.  
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Appendix: images from the conferences and research projects 
 
 
 
 
Brainstormed visual metaphor: Spiderweb depicting stages of educational engagement 
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Student workshop ‐ snowballing 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Research groups 
Sharing conference – student 
group presenting to plenary 
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Research data - drawings of bullies and victims
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Research findings presented as a cartoon sequence 
 
 
